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ABSTRACT 



This paper suggests that developmental reading teachers 
could benefit from a little laughter or a little humor in their courses, 
since they teach subject matter no one wants to hear or read about to 
students who resent being placed in the classes, and they must do this well 
enough so that their students will pass a test they have already failed once. 
The paper elaborates on some of the ways that humor can be used 
systematically by most college instructors. It presents a compilation of 
several studies and informal research to determine exactly what separates 
good students from poor ones in the area of reading and offers a synopsis of 
a comparison of two at-risk entering freshmen to point out that goals and 
attitudes seem to make the most difference between college success and 
failure. The paper then advances the thesis that cartoons have several 
distinct advantages for instructional purposes even beyond the opportunity to 
provide background information, and it provides a rationale and detailed 
examples of the use of cartoons. (Contains 5 notes, 28 references, a sample 
unit, and 2 sample background assessment instruments.) (NKA) 
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While humor is definitely a part of most Developmental Reading classes (mostly 
at inopportune times) the Developmental Reading teacher is seldom hired for his/her 
abilities as a stand-up comic. Most teachers take their responsibilities seriously, and shy 
away from trying to be funny. 

The fact is, humor happens all the time in Developmental Reading classes — we 
just have to learn to take advantage of it when it does, and also learn to create 
opportunities for humor to happen. For instance, take this gem of a sentence a 
Developmental Writing teacher found on an essay assignment. “The girl tumbled down 
the stairs and lay prostitute at the bottom.” This teacher was able to capitalize on the 
inherent humor by writing in the margin of the student’s paper, “You must learn to 
distinguish between a fallen woman and one who has merely slipped.” 

If ever there was a group, students and teachers alike, who could benefit from a 
little laughter, or a little humor, it must be the Developmental Reading teachers of this 
world! 

• We teach subject matter no one wants to hear or read about, 

• To students who resent being placed in our classes, 

• And, we have to do it well enough so our students will pass a test they have 
already failed once. 

Ron Berk, of John Hopkins University, in his book Excellence in Higher 
Education says, “ . . .there are numerous claims about the benefits of humor in college 
teaching. Humor: 

a. decreases anxiety, tension, stress and boredom 

b. improves attitudes toward the subject 
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c. increases comprehension, cognitive retention, interest, and task 
performance. 

d. increases motivation to learn and increases satisfaction with learning; 
and 

e. promotes creativity and divergent thinking.” 

Why is humor not being used systematically by most college instructors? Is it 
because none of us have ever had any formal training to write humorous material, apply it 
appropriately to our disciplines and deliver it effectively? Is it because we think we have 
to be able to respond to questions in class with witty remarks and tell jokes like Billy 
Crystal? Or is it because we think humor in any form is undignified and frivolous and 
will detract from our classroom goals? 

If any of the above is the reason why you are not deliberately 
incorporating humor into your classes, then you are like the majority of developmental 
reading teachers. These are the reasons why I decided to use cartoons to communicate 
the background information I perceived is a necessary part of developmental reading 
education. I felt the humor in cartoons would help convey the background information 
that would otherwise be considered boring information to the average student. 

I have never been considered a “life-of-the-party” kind of person by any stretch of 
the imagination, and much as I would like, I am not even a person who can tell good 
jokes. The use of cartoons does two things for me: (1) it shows my students in a 
comfortable, familiar way that background knowledge is necessary if you are going to get 
the most enjoyment out of life, and - (2) you have to read to get that knowledge! 

Another interesting fact about the use of humor in class is that it requires active 
participation on the part of the student in the learning process. A student cannot laugh 
and snore at the same time! 

W. Lee Grant put it all in educational perspective when he said, “Shared laughter 
creates a bond of friendship. When people laugh together, they cease to be young and 
old, teacher and pupils, worker and boss. They become a single group of human beings.” 

What better atmosphere for learning to take place can there be? If humor is not 
the answer to helping at-risk reading students, at least we will be creating a delightful 
memory concerning reading for them instead of one that hurts or bores. 
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